Family-School Relationships in Immigrant Children's Well-Being: The Intersection of Demographics and School Culture in the Experiences of Black African

Immigrants in the United States
Relationships between schools and families have become a major concern in debates over narrowing academic achievement gaps in the United States. The value of strong relationships between schools and families is increasingly apparent, yet the wide-spread presence of antagonistic family-school relationships has been well-documented, especially for immigrant families (Horvat, Weininger, and Lareau 2003 , Olivos 2006 , Warren et al. 2009 ). Public debates have been characterized by blaming rhetoric: parents who 'don't care' about their children's education or schools that are unresponsive to cultural differences and the needs of families.
A core element of the antagonism, and blaming, appears to stem from new situations in which many schools and families find themselves and the challenges involved in created relationships that span the divides. For schools, the demographics of public schoolchildren have changed rapidly over the past several decades. The proportion of K-12 students in the US who are foreign-born or second generation has increased rapidly (Fix and Capps 2005 , U.S. Census
Bureau 2011) such that by 2050, children of colour are projected to account for 60 per cent of children under the age of 18, and children with at least one foreign-born parent will account for 30 per cent (Pasel 2011) . Most teachers, however, continue to be white (Noguera 1996) , and while the number of foreign-born teachers is unavailable, about half of teachers work within 150 miles of the place they were born (Feistritzer 2011, 55) .
Most immigrant families are in a similarly unfamiliar educational environment, one in which engaging with schools is a new experience. Educational experiences are, of course, particular to local, national, and regional contexts, yet many immigrant families describe being raised in cultures in which there was little interaction between schools and families and in which the school had complete authority and responsibility over academic learning. Further, the content of curriculum and pedagogy can be remarkably different in the US than in school systems immigrant families experienced as children. An example from my fieldwork is illustrative: one Nigerian mother commented that while she did 'spelling' at school, her first grade daughter does 'blends,' or 'phonemic awareness,' or 'beginning reader requirements.' She explained also that 'in Nigeria, if you don't listen to your teacher, you will get a -,' at which point her daughter interrupted her and said, 'community violation?' The mother laughed at first to recognize the deep cultural differences between her own educational experience and her daughter's, and then continued: 'no, you won't get a community violation. Your teacher will get a long stick.'
It is difficult for immigrant families and schools to build relationships across multiple lines of difference, including language, culture, race, country of origin, and educational norms of family participation and discipline (will my child get a community violation, or will she get caned with a long stick?). With few exceptions, most studies have examined either how families could be more effective at building relationships with schools or how schools could be more welcoming places for families. This study, by contrast, brings together family characteristics and school characteristics to examine their intersections. The unique comparative analysis of one immigrant group in the US -black Africans -across two divergent school settings allows for a focus on how school culture can foster or impede school-family relationships and the extent to which these relationships are mediated by individual demographic characteristics.
Conceptual Framings
Immigrant Children's Well-Being
I divide immigrant children's well-being into three analytic categories: academic wellbeing, socio-economic well-being, and social and emotional well-being. Research is clear that family engagement improves academic achievement, including at the elementary school level (Fan and Chen 2001 , Lee and Bowen 2006 , Jeynes 2003 ). Yet not all forms of family participation foster better academic outcomes. Some institutional forms of family involvement, such as fundraising or attending open houses, are not as important to achievement as more private forms of involvement that focus on the development of skills and knowledge, especially through help with homework (Gonzalez 2005, 122) . Working together, teachers and immigrant families can engage in the kind of communication that links school-and home-based learning to improve academic achievement.
Family engagement with schools is also positively related to immigrant children's socioeconomic well-being. Institutions can play critical roles in fostering access to tangible benefits for immigrant families, related to economic security, housing, health care, and food (Warren, Thompson, and Saegart 2001) . The potential for schools to play this role is widely accepted, even if not often adopted in practice (Dryfoos and Maguire 2002, López, Scribner, and Mahitivanichcha 2001, 282) .
Finally, family engagement with schools is connected to immigrant children's social and emotional well-being. Schools often operate from within a culture of power that focuses on the deficits rather than the assets of immigrant families such that immigrant children feel isolated and alienated from school staff and native-born peers. Family engagement can help to transform this unhealthy culture within schools. Some researchers have argued for an approach to family engagement based on 'funds of knowledge' in which teachers are active learners about the cultural and cognitive resources of their students' families and can incorporate these assets into the classroom (Moll et al. 1992) . Embedded in relationships between their families and teachers that are based on collaboration and trust, immigrant children can be socially and emotionally supported as part of a community.
Structural and Relational Approaches to Power in Family-School Interactions
Family-school relationships that improve the multiple facets of well-being of immigrant children are difficult to cultivate (Warren et al. 2009 , Shirley 1997 . Strategies that schools and teachers can use to create these types of relationships can be divided into two inter-related categories: structural and relational.
Structural strategies include institutional policies and practices that facilitate meaningful conversations between school staff and families. Examples include holding substantive meetings on days and at times when families are able to attend, making sure that families know that they are needed for parent-teacher conferences, and holding these conferences 'any time and any place' (Lawrence-Lightfoot 2003, 224) . Only with implementation of these structural strategies can relational strategies for family-school interactions develop, i.e. those that focus on relationships between schools and families.
With common care for and concern about a child, families and teachers already share the basis for relationships that are 'deeply mutual' (Loomer 1976 ). Yet there is often a mismatch between immigrant families' modes of communication and interaction and the culture of schools (Roubeni et al. 2015) , which many scholars describe schools as white, middle-class institutions that reward white, middle-class behaviors (Horvat, Weininger, and Lareau 2003, Fine 1993 , see also Knight, Roegman, and Edstrom 2015 on black African students navigation of higher education in the US). Immigrant families often have informed knowledge about schools and school practices (Mapp and Hong 2010 , Hong 2011 , Velez 2012 , but can be made by schools to feel like pawns rather than equal contributors to the relationship (Fine 1993) .
Understandings of unilateral and relational power provide insights into how schools and immigrant families might bridge these divides to build relationships that foster the well-being of immigrant children. Gendron characterizes unilateral power as 'a zero-sum game, following the Weberian definition of power as the "probability that one actor within a social relationship will be in a position to carry out his own will despite resistance".' Relational power, on the other hand, is 'collective… [and] its deployment is viewed as a means to effect cooperation between persons that can synergistically increase their ability to achieve mutually agreed-upon ends' (Gendron 2006, 6) . Relational power therefore involves the capacity to influence others and be influenced by others. To achieve relational power necessitates 'deeply mutual relationships' that involve communal or relational concepts of the self (Loomer 1976, 13-15) , transcending race, class, education level, and immigration status. Building relational power between schools and immigrant families requires altering the structures and spaces of family-school interactions and re-conceptualizing both their nature and content so that families and school staff have this capacity to influence and be influenced by each other.
Through the lens of these structural and relational approaches to power, the experiences of black African immigrant families at two schools provide an opportunity to investigate theoretical puzzles around the building of family-school relationships, particularly as related to the intersection of school culture and demographic characteristics such as immigration patterns and pre-migration characteristics such as parents' education level and English language fluency, as well as racialization and discrimination. (Capps, McCabe, and Fix 2011, 8) . Refugees and diversity immigrants are under-represented in the US immigrant population and hence have relatively few co-ethnic colleagues in the country before their arrival.
Black African Immigrants in the United States
In general, black African immigrants have higher levels of education: 42 per cent of black African immigrants age 25 or older have at least a four-year college education compared to less than 30 per cent of other immigrant and US-born adults. At the same time, there are significant numbers of black African immigrants, particularly refugees, who have less than a high school education, and some who lack formal schooling entirely (Capps, McCabe, and Fix 2011, 12 ).
The population of black African immigrants is also bifurcated in terms of Englishlanguage skills. Overall, 70 per cent of black African immigrants are fluent in English, giving them a significant advantage in communicating and building relationships with their children's teachers (Olivos 2006 , Diaz Soto 1997 ). Yet only 21 per cent of those who are fluent speak English at home; for the remaining 49 per cent, English is not a mother tongue but an additional language, usually learned during formal schooling in their home countries.
An additional salient factor in the development of family-school relationships for black African immigrants is the entrenched racial hierarchy of US society. The 'proximal host' theory posits that native-born white Americans would categorize black African immigrants as African Americans, a categorization the immigrants might reject or embrace (Mittelberg and Waters 1992) . Arthur (2000) and Traoré & Lukens (2006) suggest that black African immigrants often attempt to distance themselves from African Americans in terms of where they live, how they dress, and the ways in which they talk in order to avoid the negative stereotyping and racial discrimination they associate with being labeled as African American (cf. Waters 1994) . Despite these strategies to avoid racial discrimination, black African immigrants find it difficult to escape racial prejudice. In the US labor market, for example, black African immigrants earn 19 per cent less than white African immigrants, controlling for relevant characteristics such as country of origin and educational attainment (Dodoo and Takyi 2002) . There is reason to believe that this discrimination may transfer to other spheres of interaction, including between black African immigrant families and their children's schools.
Immigration patterns, pre-migration characteristics, and racialization of black African immigrants to the US suggest both possibilities and challenges in building relationships between families and schools. The findings from this study point to the mechanisms by which reciprocal and meaningful relationships between schools and black African immigrant families can be built and sustained. In particular, the study suggests ways in which demographic factors and school culture factors interact to mediate both the building of these relationships and their impacts on immigrant children's well-being.
Methods and Data Sources
The data presented in this article was collected during 41 weeks of participant Interview and observation data were supplemented with review of documents such as schooladministered surveys, standardized test scores, and school newsletters. All of the family interviews were with biological parents, and so I use the term parent when presenting data from the schools.
My analytic strategy involved the development of a coding system of emic codes that emerged inductively from the participants and etic codes that I assembled deductively from the literature (Strauss and Corbin, 1998) . I coded all of the interviews transcripts and observational fieldnotes line-by-line, using classical, free, and in vivo coding processes (Strauss and Corbin, 1998; Miles and Huberman, 1994) . To interpret the findings, the various data sources were triangulated and compared. While the data presented here are necessarily 'snapshots' of particular moments in the on-going life of each school, they are representative of the interactions between schools and families that I observed over the course of one academic year and of the meaning that black African immigrant parents and school staff ascribed to these interactions in interviews.
To provide national context, I use both publicly available and restricted data from the nationally-representative New Immigrant Survey (NIS) 2 to describe the ways in which subSaharan African parents with children attending elementary school (n=33), defined as kindergarten through sixth grade, participate in their children's education and how this participation compares with that of all immigrants (n=796). The NIS is a nationally representative survey of immigrants granted legal permanent residency (LPR) between May and
November 2003 with a probability sample drawn from US government records.
Findings
School Demographics
This study compares a school in large city and traditional immigrant destination (Boston) with a school in a small city and comparatively newer immigrant destination (Merrimack Valley). The two schools were similar in several ways (see Table 1 ). They had the highest proportions of black African immigrant students in their districts; they were small; they had students from over 30 countries; and they housed Sheltered English Immersion (SEI) programs for children from language backgrounds that were not highly represented in the districts. SEI programs were exclusively for students who were limited in English with the goal of transitioning them as quickly as possible to a mainstream, grade-level class. According to school-administered surveys, half of the students in each school spoke a language other than English as their first language.
The vast majority of students at both schools was eligible for free or reduced lunch. The schools were located in predominantly white neighbourhoods in their respective cities, middleincome in Boston and low-income in Merrimack Valley. The schools drew students from neighbourhoods across their respective cities, however, through school assignment that used bussing programs in order to desegregate schools in racially segregated residential areas. religions, and some socio-demographic characteristics that may impact child well-being (see Table 2 ). The parents at Boston Elementary were primarily from Somalia and Ethiopia in the 
Relationships between Schools and black African Immigrant Parents
Data from the New Immigrant Survey (NIS) provide for a descriptive account of how a nationally-representative sample of sub-Saharan African parents participate in their children's education and how this participation compares with that of all immigrants. Overall, African immigrants participate at higher rates than other immigrants on all measures associated with family-school interaction (see Table 3 ). Although the differences are small, African parents sampled in the NIS are most different from other immigrant parents in the aspects of participation in schools that have been found to impact directly on academic development:
visiting class, checking homework, and holding high expectations for college completion.
Ethnographic data from the case studies of Boston Elementary and Merrimack Valley
Elementary corroborate high levels of school participation by black African immigrant parents, which distinguishes this group from other parents at the same schools. Similar to sub-Saharan African parents in the NIS, the black African immigrant parents at the two schools exhibited high expectations for their children's educational success, including college completion. They also universally reported dedicating time on a daily basis to assisting with and checking homework. 
Family-School Relationships in African Immigrant Children's Well-Being
While parent participation was high in both case study schools, the data from Boston On the face of it, these data suggest that the two different approaches to family engagement and to learning in the schools do not make measurable differences in academic outcomes. However, a different picture emerges of how black African immigrant students were faring at each school when compared to their peers. At Boston Elementary, teachers explained that the low aggregate MCAS scores for the school as a whole were quite representative of black African students' achievement as well. (Teachers had access to individual student achievement data from the MCAS and could thus draw conclusions about the performance of black African immigrant students compared to other students in the school.)
At Merrimack Valley, on the other hand, teachers explained that black African immigrant students tended to do better than the average, having some of the highest scores in the school on the MCAS and other standardized tests. The teachers at Merrimack Valley also focused on perfect attendance as an indicator of student success, emphasizing to students both that they could not learn if they were not present and that they could have control over their own achievement. (Given the length of time needed to show gains in language acquisition and on achievement tests administered in English, this type of engagement in school may provide an important short-term measure of school success. 4 ) Just as black African immigrant parents were, in general, more involved in the school than other parents and more likely to spend time with children doing homework, black African immigrant students as a group had better attendance records than other students. At several monthly all-school Assemblies, all of the African students in the school were recognized for perfect attendance; and, out of the nine children who had perfect attendance for 180 days, every single day of the school year, four of them were black African immigrant students.
Socio-Economic Well-Being. Black African immigrant parents at both Boston Elementary
and Merrimack Valley Elementary sought information and resources from their children's schools that would help them care for the socio-economic needs of their children in the US. At
Boston Elementary, black African immigrant parents explained that they had attempted to interact with school staff around this facet of their children's well-being, especially related to English as a Second Language (ESL) classes and housing. They reported, however, that they had not been able to find this kind of support through the school. Several teachers described not having the time to attend to these issues when they were already overworked.
On the other hand, Merrimack Valley Elementary provided socio-economic support for black African immigrant families. For example, the school nurse started and managed a 'store'
filled with an abundance of free, recycled clothes, shoes, and especially winter jackets, where children and parents could visit when they were in need. Several black African immigrant parents described how access to these material resources kept their families warm in the winter.
Goretti, from Ghana, recounted how, at Christmas, the principal asked her for a list for each of her children of 'everything they need.' In partnership with the local hospital, the school delivered to Goretti and her family baskets full of toys and clothing. These practices were not systematic, but they had become commonplace as part of the culture of the school.
Perhaps most importantly, Lauren, the Principal at Merrimack Valley recognized the role of the school as taking 'one piece of worry' -the worry of a good education -'off the parents'
shoulders… [so] they can then concentrate on whether they need to find better housing or a job.'
Black African immigrants experienced this commitment and described how their relationships with their children's teachers and other school staff allowed them to be assured that their children were well-cared for, an assurance that contributed to their own contentment as well as created the time and mental space for them to focus on the family's financial stability.
Social and Emotional Well-Being. At Boston Elementary, black African immigrant children described feeling isolated and misunderstood. Shalawn, co-chair of the school's parent council, described the relationship between parents and the school as one of having on "boxing gloves." The parents of Charity, a fifth grade student, found the relationships with the Principal and teachers so straining, they withdrew their daughter from the school. Barbara, Charity's teacher, was unable to connect with this family. She said that "he [Charity's father] does not know how to parent in this world." Kayla, the kindergarten teacher in her first year at the school, remarked that she regretted how parents are told to interact with the school and their children rather than invited to contribute their ideas. She said, "the pressures are put on for other things,
[so] it's not how can we get parents involved but it's how can we tell parents how to support their children through the year."
A similar lack of connection was evident in that even by the end of the school year, many teachers at Boston Elementary did not know their students' countries of origin. For example, Courtney, a fourth grade teacher revealed that she thought one of her students, Zahir, might be from Africa but that she really had 'no idea.' In fact Zahir's family was from Republic of the Sudan but he was born elsewhere; this conversation never took place between Zahir and his teacher. The lack of knowledge of individual students appeared in other ways at Boston
Elementary as well. When asking comprehension questions about the story she was reading aloud, Michelle, the literacy coach apologized to one student for having forgotten his name:
'Paulo,' he said smiling. 'Ra-ulo?', she pinched up her nose and rolled her eyes as she said it.
Paulo looked embarrassed and did not contribute further to the conversation. When asked about this interaction, Michelle explained that her main focus was 'improving [the students'] skills.'
At Merrimack Valley, teachers had much greater knowledge of their students' cultural backgrounds. For example, Emma, the lead English as a Second Language teacher, described her students as Kikuyu speakers, not only identifying the country from which they came (Kenya) but also the tribe and language group. Moreover, teachers at Merrimack Valley Elementary knew each child by name. At the last all-school Assembly of the year, Principal Lauren presented each student with a medal and a book for summer reading. She did not read the names of the children from a list, but simply called their names as they approached her, in any order. She knew every single student. Black African immigrant parents, like Annette and Catherine, from Kenya, Clemance, from Liberia, and Kofi, from Ghana, had this same familiarity with Merrimack Valley teachers. I observed them calling each teacher by name and making reference to the teachers' children or grandchildren whom they had met at school events.
In addition, teachers intentionally strived to connect the social and emotional support that parents provided with a sense of belonging and pride in learning that they cultivated at school.
For example, at the third grade poetry coffeehouse, every child had an adult present as their own special guest and cheerleader. If parents did not respond to the original invitation sent home, the teachers called them to encourage participation. If a parent could not attend, the teacher worked with the parent to arrange for a sibling or a former teacher to join the child. Sonia, from
Cameroon, received a letter and then a phone call, and then a reminder just the day prior. The Boston early in order to get to the event on time, remarking that he 'would not have missed it for the world.' As the students were set to begin reading their poems, a third grader from Cameroon said something to his teacher with a worried look on his face: his Mom was not here yet. Sue, his teacher whispered to him: '2:15pm, she said she would be here, and she will,' and she gave him a squeeze. She quickly changed around the order of presentations so that he could read last. His mother and sister walked in just in time to hear him read.
This interconnectedness allowed black African immigrant children to feel that they had a community of caring adults surrounding them, supporting them, nurturing them, and protecting them, all essential elements of children's social and emotional well-being.
Discussion: Intersection of Demographics and School Culture
The starting point for building relationships in both case study schools was a shared interest in children. And yet the relationships between black African immigrant parents and school staff at Boston Elementary and Merrimack Valley Elementary were markedly different in their structure and content, as well as in their impacts on children's academic, socio-economic, and social and emotional well-being. There are two categories of explanatory factors that I explore in turn, those related to demographics and those related to school culture.
Demographic factors were relevant at two levels: the level of the parents and the level of the school. At the level of the parents, Table 2 Language fluency interfered with relationship-building between families and school staff.
All but one of the black African immigrant parents at Merrimack Valley described themselves as 'fluent' in English, versus a smaller two-thirds at Boston Elementary. Sana, from Somalia, explained how the large parent meetings held at Boston Elementary were difficult for her:
Sometimes if I go to the school, if they talk, like a lot of parents they come in, and they talk ... I can't say [anything] . They didn't say 'don't say nothing,' but I feel bad because my English is not good. Also, if they have a paper and they want people to read and write, I feel sad because I don't know how to read and write in English…. If they give me time to sit and talk to them, maybe one person or two people, then I tell them whatever I want…. Last year, at Open House, everyone
they talk for what they want and what they believe. I didn't try, I can't try even.
I'm embarrassed.
Sana had a barrier of language that impeded her participation in large group settings, which did not prove to be an issue for black African immigrant parents with greater fluency in English, who spoke their minds at these types of meetings. Nevertheless, black African immigrant parents at Boston Elementary who spoke fluent English described being similarly constrained in their ability to engage relationally with school staff, as the kind of interactions in large group settings that Sana experienced did not prove to be a pathway to building these relationships.
The role that poverty plays in the differences in relationships between black African immigrant parents and school staff at the two schools is more difficult to assess. Family income information was not available for research participants. However, the high unemployment rate of black African immigrant parents at Boston Elementary (43 per cent) indicates the likely financial precariousness of this group of parents. While none of the Merrimack Valley parents worked in highly skilled-jobs, they all had stable employment. All of the unemployed parents at Boston
Elementary were preoccupied with looking for work. Yet, they continued to prioritize attention to their children's homework and to engaging with the school, even if they struggled to build relationships, just as did the employed parents at Boston Elementary.
At the level of the school, there was an important difference in the geography of residence of students that may help to explain the types of relationships built at each school. At both Boston Elementary and Merrimack Valley Elementary, most students arrived by bus from all neighbourhoods of their respective cities, given special programs at both schools for students from low incidence language groups as well as desegregation bussing. The sizes of the cities and the nature of their transportation systems, however, meant that the spaces between students' homes and the two schools varied greatly in terms of both distance and time. Black African immigrant parents at Boston Elementary reported relying primarily on public transportation, and for most of them the journey to school took more than one and a half hours. In Merrimack Valley, owning a car was less expensive in terms of insurance payments and parking, as well as a necessity given public transportation schedules and the shift work that most black African immigrant parents did. For the half of black African immigrant parents with access to a car, the journey to school from home was no more than 20 minutes; with this ease of access, parents at Merrimack Valley could be present at the school more often. and support created a school culture that embraced parent engagement. Black African immigrant parents described being made to feel welcome at the school; they were not only invited but strongly encouraged to participate in school events focused on children's learning; teachers sought their input in discussions about children's learning and behavior; and they felt as if they were equals in their interactions with school staff. Through these relationships, the mutual care that they had for the children was made visible to both parents and teachers.
Critical was the substance on which black African immigrant parents and school staff interacted. The Boston Elementary Principal described that she primarily interacted with black African immigrant parents around issues of discipline. The parents described these interactions as occurring within power relations that made them feel uncomfortable and alienated from the process of their children's education. 
